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Once upon a time, a wise and
generous investment manager gave
Harvard University millions of dollars
to build a top-notch center for
genomics research, an extraordinary
place where bright young scholars
schooled in chemistry, physics,
biology, and math would come
together to search through golden
mountains of data for the secret to
life’s most fascinating puzzle: how do
living things work?
It’s not a modern-day fairy tale,
but rather the genesis of the
Harvard’s Bauer Center for
Genomics Research (CGR) the latest
collective effort to take on the most
fundamental challenge in the life
sciences: to determine how much of
biology can be understood by
dissecting from living systems a set
of general biological design
principles.
If such principles exist, and it
seems likely that they do, the CGR
aims to devise approaches for
discovering these rules, and then
finding ways to transform this
knowledge into an understanding of
how cells and organisms develop,
survive, reproduce, and evolve. It
seems the right time for such an
ambitious effort.
“Biology is changing,” observes
Laura Garwin, who was previously a
physical sciences editor at Nature
before joining the CGR as Director
of Research Affairs. “It’s now
becoming data-rich to the point that
it’s almost unrecognizable compared
to the molecular biology of ten years
ago.” That deluge of data, from
genome sequencing projects and
from large-scale studies of gene
expression and protein–protein
interactions, should enable biologists
to begin to synthesize a
comprehensive lexicon of living
systems. 
“We now have a parts list,” notes
Garwin, with genes and proteins
from a variety of organisms. “It’s time
to start putting things together.”
With the right people and the right
tools, says CGR Director Andrew
Murray, “we’ll be able to surf the
wave of data generated by genomics
and use that information to help us
understand how cells work.”
Structure
Do we need a center for genomics
research to attack the big questions
in biology? “Before the battle
commences, it’s hard to know what
sort of forces are necessary,” says
Murray, who hopes that the vibrant
community of young researchers at
the CGR can take genomics to the
next level. 
At the heart of the Harvard CGR
are its fellows — 10 scientists who
will be given funding to support
their work for up to five years. In
addition to the $25 million building
gift from Ted Bauer, himself a
Harvard alum, the CGR will receive
additional operating support from
the office of Jeremy Knowles, the
Dean of Arts and Sciences, until the
center begins to secure independent
funding. The Bauer Laboratory, to
be completed in March, will house
the CGR fellows as well as a
technical center that will serve
researchers in the Harvard
community who are interested in
performing genome-scale
experiments.
One advantage that the CGR will
have over similar large-scale
genomics enterprises, says Murray, is
its association with Harvard — a
“full-service university” that comes
equipped with researchers who have
expertise in physics, chemistry, and
evolutionary biology. Such diversity
will provide CGR’s fellows with
potential collaborators and with the
broad context they’ll need to put
their work into perspective.
Function
Such cross-disciplinary collaboration,
Murray insists, will be the key to the
CGR’s success. Generating
meaningful models of cell behavior
will require a symbiosis between
theoretical and computational
biologists and the engineers and
experimentalists who labor at the
bench. Of course it will take time for
the center to get up to speed, even
to finish assembling their all-star
team of interdisciplinary researchers.
Only seven of the ten fellows are
currently on board, but they are
already cooking up collaborations
that will enable them to do things
they might not have tried on their
own.
With the resources at the CGR,
says fellow Kurt Thorn, “we can do
the kind of work that won’t
necessarily yield results in a year, set
off in new directions.”
But how will CGR nourish those
new directions?
“That’s the real challenge in
bringing together researchers from
traditionally disparate disciplines to
do genomic biology,” says Drew
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Endy of the Molecular Sciences
Institute in Berkeley. “Setting up an
environment that encourages them
to work together to do something
new. The danger is that people
might continue to do the same old
thing, the science for which they
know they’ll be recognized by their
peers.”
Murray agrees. “You can’t just
take a group of faculty who have
some common interests, move them
to a new building, and tell them to
form a brave new world.” 
Evolution
Such concerns are what motivated
Stuart Schreiber and Douglas
Melton, CGR’s scientific co-
directors, to build the Center around
a core of young researchers, fresh
from graduate school or a postdoc,
who don’t have to deal with
bureaucratic distractions; with no
administrative or teaching
responsibilities, the fellows are free
to focus on their research.
The fellows will also set their
own agendas, people their own labs,
and shape their own projects.
“Instead of delegation from on high,
we want more grass roots decisions,”
says Murray. At that point, he and the
scientific co-directors, Murray says,
“will be like good fairy godmothers,”
stepping in when needed, and of
course, springing for the occasional
midday meal.
“I’ll encourage fellows to take a
faculty member to lunch in the
Harvard cafeteria,” says Murray.
“Perhaps not the most gastronomically
thrilling experience,” he notes, but it
may give birth to fruitful relationships,
and at least foster discussion. “It’s
important for young scientists to talk
about their work.”
Using a group of promising
graduate students and postdocs to
form the flexible backbone of a
fledgling research center may be “a
novel approach,” admits Melton.
“But if it works it could allow the
CGR to stay at the cutting edge.”
Analysis
How will the CGR evaluate its
success? “It’ll take five or ten years
to see if we’re even answering the
question of whether there are design
principles to be discovered in
biology, let alone what the answer
is,” says Murray. Within the next
couple of years, however, Murray
expects to be able to better assess
whether the CGR has succeeded in
its goal of “fostering an enthusiastic
collaborative intellectual community
that allows fellows to accomplish as a
group more than they could
individually.” “If we wind up with
ten people doing research they 
could have done anywhere as a
postdoc, then we will have failed,”
states Garwin. Such synergy might
not be so easy to achieve at the
center. “It’s going to be hard work
making our actions live up to our
words,” says Murray. “But we have
our tracksuits off, our feet in the
blocks, and we’re ready to go.”
Karen Hopkin is a science writer based in
Boston, Massachusetts.
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